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On election night in 2014, Republicans rebounded from their losses in 2012 to retake the Senate and gain 12 seats in the House of Representatives, giving the GOP control of both houses for the first time since the middle of George W. Bush's second term and their largest House majority since 1946
1 . Those gross numbers alone show 2014 to be a "wave" election. While not as physically staggering as Newt Gingrich's 1994 Revolution or the 2010 Tea Party wave, the 2014 midterms place the GOP at a legislative advantage during a critical stage of Barack Obama's presidency. Looking at the national congressional map, one may notice the majority of Democratic representatives have seen themselves become marginalized, both figuratively -effectively losing their power to legislateand literally -being pushed to the traditionally liberal districts on the coasts and into urban pockets throughout the country 2 like dots of sapphire amongst a sea of rubies.
Yet, on the southeastern tip of the country, in a district known for its tendency to swing each year, a freshman Democratic congressman who just barely won in 2012 gave his victory speech that night at a hotel in the city of Palm Beach Gardens.
3 His 20% margin of victory over the Republican challenger backed up his rhetoric 4 . The man's name is Patrick Murphy, and his story highlights what a representative needs to do to stay alive in an unfriendly year and in a less-than-friendly district. From his election in 2012, he handily entrenched himself to win by a larger margin in an unfavorable year than when he did in a favorable year, and his campaign style, legislation, and general political savvy all highlight a central theme for his election in 2014. In a year when Republicans campaigned to end a national Democratic stranglehold on the legislature, the words of Tip O'Neill rang true on Florida's Treasure Coast: For Floridians in District 18, the politics truly are local.
unseating the Democrat Ron Klein to take over the historically Republican 22
nd Congressional District. 6 His story is an interesting one. A veteran of Operations Desert Storm and Iraqi Freedom, he won a Bronze Star among other commendations and was highly decorated in the field, finishing his career as a Lieutenant Colonel. 7 The circumstances of his departure, in which he fired his sidearm near the head of a captured Iraqi police officer in order to gain intelligence on a possible ambush situation, got him national attention and helped to polarize him before he ever entered politics. West survived official army investigations and retired with only a fine on his record. 8 His statement at his hearing would become the basis for his national grassroots movement, give him early congressional support, get his name thrown into presidential discussions, and come to highlight his incredible fundraising skills: "If it's about the lives of my soldiers at stake, I'd go through hell with a gasoline can." 9 In 2014, West needed only to go one hour up I-95, and the only gasoline he would need would presumably come from rest stations along the way. For his reelection campaign the former soldier raised almost $20 million from donors nationwide and was first expected to cruise to victory. His total funds outmatched his opponent's four to one. 10 The Democratic challenger, a 29-year-old accountant from South Florida with no political experience named Patrick Murphy, ran with financial backing from his wealthy family.
11 Seeing West as vulnerable, the DNC pumped money into Murphy's race. 12 The battleground, Florida's 18 th District, a three county vista of tropical beaches and marshes, found itself an open seat after Florida's population growth saw redistricting across the state after the 2010 census. This redistricting saw West have to move to new territory to maintain any hope of keeping his office, and it gave Murphy an opening into congress. And, as Election Day loomed, West found himself fighting an ever-tighter campaign.
The race was bitter, with West running a highly Congressman West would never see a victory in 2012, as one of the hardest fought and caustic races of the campaign cycle came to a head with one of the closest results in the country. At the end of the night, a 2000 vote lead for West quickly shifted to a 2400 vote deficit as Palm Beach County electors recounted some early ballots. This number would remain relatively stable days after the election. Nevertheless, the Associated Press refused to call the race for the young challenger. While Florida election law requires a full recount for any victory of 0.5 percentage points or fewer, the conditions of Murphy's 0.8 percentage point lead were cause for concern, as the West campaign began to level claims of Democratic agents rigging the election, arguing that electors in Palm Beach county had engaged in "nefarious actions" and "numerous other disturbing irregularities."
15 Indeed, the Palm Beach Figure  1 , below, highlights the change the district witnessed over the last four presidential elections, with only the final cluster of bars referencing the new District 18. Removing the first election of Barack Obama as an anomaly, we see a dramatic shift in the closeness of the presidential election after the redistricting compared with beforehand.
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As discussed before, District 18 as it exists today can be aptly described in terms of its three constituent counties, which each have distinct personalities and unique qualities which, when combined, make the district a true toss-up. Table 1 gives the reader an idea of what the nature of each county's vote breakdown is. One can see that Martin County, the rural and least populous middle county, leans heavily Republican, with almost 50% of the district registering with the GOP. The remaining half of the county is divided roughly evenly between Democrats and other voters, with Democrats registering just over 25% of the vote totals and other voters/Independents just 23 All of these references were acquired from Ballotpedia.
under 25%. 24 The portion of Palm Beach County within the boundaries of the 18 th District is split almost completely evenly between Democrats, Republicans, and Independents. While the county as a whole often votes democrat, the northeast corner which contributes to FL-18 seems more moderate in its approach to elections -highlighted by Allen West's slim victory over Murphy in Palm Beach in 2012. St. Lucie County, the most northern of the three, holds a slight D-lean. One would expect a republican candidate to pick up Martin County, Palm Beach to be a toss-up, and the Democrat to win St. Lucie. These descriptive statistics echo the results of the 2012 election between West and Murphy. So, the numbers show a district that together has only a less than two-point GOP lean, a district that voted for Romney by a slim margin in its only presidential election, and a district that elected the Democrat Patrick Murphy over the Republican Allen West in 2012 by the slimmest of margins, as discussed above. While the Florida state legislature might come under fire for gerrymandering districts 25 , the legitimacy of District 18 seems unquestionable from what little election data we have available. Surely, this does not seem to be the land of blowout elections seen throughout much of the Sunshine State.
Fl-18: The environmenTal DisTriCT
Like the majority of Florida's southeast, District 18 finds itself sandwiched between the Atlantic Ocean on its right and the Everglades on its left. This geographic location and the use of water as a natural resource affects commerce, agricultural production, and daily life in the region. Together, Martin and Palm Beach Counties lay claim to 325 square miles of water, or about 23% of their total area 26 , with rivers and estuaries crisscrossing the entire region. Highlights include Lake Okeechobee, a massive 730 square mile eye in the center of southern Florida divided between five counties, one of them being Martin. Cycles of droughts and rains in recent years, and leading up to the 2014 election, have turned the lake into an environmental concern, as the US Army Corps of Engineers in 2013 "release [d] billions of gallons of polluted water into delicate estuaries in the east and west." 27 The water not only forced gallons of toxic agricultural runoff into neighboring waterways but also displaced salt water in those waterways which allowed wildlife to thrive. Florida Governor Rick Scott in August of 2014 pledged a billion dollars to make sure water went "south through the Everglades, rather than east and west,"
28 and indeed, all of District 18 is also contained within the South Florida Water Management District. A major outflow of Lake Okeechobee, the St. Lucie River, begins in its namesake county and runs straight through the middle of Martin County, terminating at the Indian River Lagoon off the coast. The lagoon, itself a major environmental threat, would become a campaign focal point for Patrick Murphy in 2014, as during his first term the region wrestled with "an algal 'superbloom' … in spring 2011" and "a reduction of about 60 percent of the lagoon's total seagrass coverage." The bloom would eventually lead to loss of wildlife including "manatees and pelicans…and bottlenose dolphins," all in the midst of Murphy's first term.
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Florida not only values its water, with 81% of fulltime residents believing that storm water runoff treatment is a "very important" issue and 84% believing the same of preserving wetlands 30 , but District 18 also depends on the environment financially. The Martin County Chamber of Commerce lists the marine industry and tourism as important contributors to the economy of the region, as well as massive amounts of agriculture including "40,000 acres of citrus" as well as "sugar cane, ornamentals, and cattle production," and "10 million dozen eggs per year." 31 St. Lucie county's Chamber is much the same, listing "7000 acres of environmentally protected lands," "20 miles of unspoiled endless beaches," and an international destination for "offshore angling."
32 Urban Palm Beach has some differences with the other two, but still contains the Jupiter Inlet, a major waterway connecting anglers and mariners to the Atlantic.
In short, it seems that District 18 is as united economically and environmentally as it is divided politically, and that its constituents both know and understand the importance the environment has on their daily lives. The contrast between national and local issues would become a main locus of interest in the 2014 congressional campaign. While an accountant by trade, Murphy created a company called Coastal Environmental Services, an offshoot of his family's construction company, through which he engaged in environmental cleanup in the wake of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 34 That company, and that family, gave him the financial backing he needed to first run for Congress. At 31 years old (just 29 when first elected), he currently serves as the youngest member of the United States Congress. His age highlights his inexperience, as he had never run for office before taking down Allen West in 2012. That same inexperience, at least in 2012, shielded him somewhat from attacks from the right, as he would often claim that the district would need to actually send him to Washington before they could compare him with Barack Obama. 35 Politically, Murphy is not the ideal party line Democrat and registered Republican before 2011, according to the Tampa Bay Times. He claims he switched parties in response to the Tea Party movement and that his moderate stance is just him being "himself." 36 In terms of his voting record, the National Journal claims that he has one of the 5% most independent ones in all of Congress, although George Bennett of the Palm Beach Posts describes the times he has crossed the aisle as "mostly meaningless votes." Isadora Rangel of TC Palm elaborates, saying "the Democrats know that this is a tough district so they are allowing him to take more votes across the aisle." 37 Interestingly enough, one highlight of this independent streak, and one that possibly conflicts with his persona of environmental savior, is a vote for the Keystone XL oil . On budgetary issues as well, the congressman has an independent streak. In one ad, entitled "Numbers Again," Murphy lays out his conservative economic tendencies:
I'm Patrick Murphy. I'm one of only ten CPAs in Congress. We do numbers. Like three: the number of times I voted against congressional pay raises. Or 56 billion: that's how much government spending I've cut working across the aisle. And the amount congress should get paid if they don't pass a budget? Zero. I'm Patrick Murphy and I approve this message. I'll keep working across party lines to get things done. You can count on it.
In this case, reality seems to back up rhetoric, as Murphy boasts endorsements from both the Business-Industry Political Action Committee and the United States Chamber of Commerce, a feat which, as his campaign website eagerly points out, was only achieved by six democrats in 2014.
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In Congress, Murphy has kept up that independence. In addition to the Keystone vote, he also voted most recently for the Executive Amnesty Prevention Act of 2014 40 , a vote which, it should be noted, came after Election Day. He also keeps up with the issues his constituents deem most important. Of his committee assignments and caucuses, he serves as ranking member of the House Subcommittee on Agriculture, Energy, and Trade, and as Co-Chair of the Congressional Citrus Caucus, Disaster Relief Caucus, and the United Solutions Congress, (he co-founded the latter in 2013). Select memberships of importance also include the Boating Caucus, Everglades Caucus, Travel and Tourism, Veterans Jobs, Florida Ports, the Seniors Task Force, and the Task Force on Climate Change. 41 In short, it seems as if the Congressman read the earlier section of this essay and afterward proceeded to join every related congressional group. Highlights of the 42 Clearly, Patrick Murphy does not forget where he came from. These subjects -agriculture, the environment, and retirees -would remain the focus of his legislative agenda. They highlight his continued focus on the issues that seem most important to the district based on demographic and geographic analysis.
The Challenger -Carl J. Domino
Born in Quantico, Virginia in 1944, the Republican candidate for District 18 is old enough to be Patrick Murphy's grandfather. His connection to the district is well established. As he pointed out on many local TV appearances, "I have lived in this district for more years than my opponent has months."
43 Carl Domino's Floridian roots extend from his early childhood in South Florida to his bachelor's degree from Florida State University. Domino went on to earn his MBA from Harvard and works to this day in the financial sector, managing the private assets of South Florida's millionaires and billionaires through his Jupiter-based business enterprise Carl Domino Associates. In 2014, at the age of 70, he graduated with a JD from Nova Southeastern University, a move he claimed would help to make him "a better legislator."
44 That being said, the man has quite a bit of legislative experience and is a worthy candidate for Congress. No man or woman left behind. That was our creed in the United States Navy where, for over 20 years, I served as a decorated naval commander of men and women in uniform. In Vietnam, I learned firsthand that "no man or woman left behind" is more than just a military slogan. It's a matter of principle. Lt. Col. Allen West also understands this code. After a slim loss to Pelosi's "favorite" politician in 2012, West has now moved on to other battlefields. West held the line against Nancy Pelosi during some of the darkest days of Obama's reign of destruction when he served in Congress. But the Democratic Machine lined up its entire liberal resources and propped up Patrick Murphy to defeat West. Allen West was left behind, and now I am ready to defeat Murphy in the same seat he took from West and return it to its rightful Republican hands.
At the same time, Domino portrayed himself in 2014 as a no-nonsense "problem solver," resting heavily on his financial laurels to go toe-to-toe with the accountant Murphy on budget and monetary policy. His strength at appealing to broad swaths of the electorate, his willingness to break with the party in his legislation, and his long-standing connection to the area seem to make him an ideal challenger to take out Murphy in a good year for Republicans. His journey, however, was not ideal.
Domino's repUbliCan primary
To some extent, Domino's independence in the state legislature disenchanted the RNC, at least according to George Bennett, who claimed "he'd been in the state house, but it's not like the Republican establishment really anointed him as the guy. He had to run the primary and do it." Without the blessings of the national party, Domino fought a contested primary in which he always lead in cash on hand and in the polls, but which highlighted a lack of consensus that he was the best candidate for the job of taking back the district 47 . Figure 3 shows the results of that Republican primary, with Domino winning just less than 40% of the total votes, a strong plurality to be sure, but far less than a mandate from the party base.
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The runner up and only true threat, with 24.1% of the vote, was Alan Schlesinger, a legitimate candidate in his own right. Schlesinger certainly pressed Domino throughout the primary campaign, with each of the candidates exchanging phone and mail attacks calling the other one a "RINO" (which stands for "Republican In Name Only") or a "liberal Republican," 49 especially concerning issues important to the party base like immigration and health insurance. Schlesinger, a carpetbagger if there ever was one, moved to Florida after three failed House campaigns and a failed Senate campaign in Connecticut. In that state, he served as Mayor of the City of Derby for four years and as a member of the Connecticut House of Representatives for 12 years. did not agree with Domino's characterization of them as brothers in arms in a war against the left. In general, the ability for each of these candidates to draw support away from Domino forced him to spend in his primary campaign, exposed his lack of unified support, and caused what was otherwise a solid political foundation to crumble. As a result, the Cook Political Report moved District 18 from a true toss-up to a Democrat Lean shortly after the primary election.
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The elephanTs oUTsiDe The room
The NRCC and the RNC did not want Domino as the Republican candidate, and they were willing to back other candidates who they thought had a better chance of winning. Those candidates, for one reason or another, decided not to run, and they will be discussed here.
The NRCC's top choice was State Senator Joe Negron of the 32 nd District, which runs along the coast of Florida from northern Palm Beach County and through the entire eastern half of District 18, up into Indian River County at its northernmost point. While the party offered the district to Negron, who shares Murphy's constituency and who would have made the election far closer than it turned out to be, Negron refused to run. The consensus among journalists covering the election is that Negron had a certain future in State Senate Leadership, including the possibility of becoming Senate President, and he did not want to jeopardize this future with an uncertain bid for the U.S. Congress. 52 In other words, Murphy had made it too hard for Negron to win his own constituency at the national level.
To the south, Adam Hasner seemed poised to move to District 18 and take on Murphy. Hasner, who served in the Florida House of Representatives alongside Domino for eight years as the representative from the 87 th District (Lake Worth-West Palm Beach-Palm Springs), also served as Majority Leader from 2007 to 2010. In 2012, Hasner ran for the House in FL-22 in Broward County, and had endorsements from prominent Florida Republicans including Allen West, Jeb Bush, and Marco Rubio, but lost in a year favorable to Democrats. Many believed that in a midterm election year, he might have a shot of unseating the one-term Congressman Murphy, and his actions in the preliminary stages of the campaign seemed to verify this intention. Nevertheless, he failed to put his house on the market, most likely because he "perceived it would be a big undertaking." 53 Again, we see a legitimate candidate failing to engage in the campaign because the risk was too great for them. It seems Murphy scared away two of his strongest competitors. As for Allen West, his representative declined to comment regarding any elections, and journalists from local news organizations found similar results.
One explanation for the cold feet of the party's favorite sons was Murphy's ability to entrench himself in the district as discussed above, in his legislation, in his committee assignments, and in his rhetoric. As Isadora Rangel of TC Palm described him, Patrick Murphy had become in essence "the mayor of District 18," 54 and it would take a lot of money and campaigning to dig him out -money that the NRCC was not willing to commit without an A-level candidate, but money that Carl Domino had in droves. All of these themes would play out to completion in the general election campaign.
The Campaign
As September turned into October and autumn progressed, the heat of the campaign did not diminish, and Domino had just weeks to divert his attention from the primary to his new opponent: Patrick Murphy. Though far less exciting and far more cordial than the 2012 race, Domino began attacking the incumbent congressman almost immediately, and attempted to capitalize on a pro-GOP trend nationwide to compensate for his lack of support. The only polls released throughout the race came a year out and on the eve of Domino's nomination 55 from Frederick Polls, a group that worked for Murphy's campaign. While certainly skewed towards Murphy, the results are telling, and underscore the mountain Domino would need to summit in order to defeat the Democrat incumbent. One can see that by the dawn of the election cycle in District 18, Domino would not have enough undecided voters to overtake Murphy. Attack advertisements highlight this knowledge.
issUes anD airwaves
For Murphy, the campaign centered largely on massive and aggressive television advertisement purchases, a blitz that helped to define him as a candidate based largely on the issues important to the district. While it might be difficult to say what the focus of each campaign was in quantitative terms, one approximation is what each candidate decided to say with his money. Thus, Figure 4 is a bar chart detailing the amount of times Murphy referenced specific issues in his advertisements.
56 Each advertisement was transcribed and marked for specific terms relating to issues or subjects the candidates discussed on the campaign trail. For Murphy, the data is clear. His highest scores translate to local issues, with him referencing terms such as "local jobs" and "our community" a total of fourteen times. The Indian River Lagoon and other references to "Florida's water" by themselves are referenced nine times, and the ads reference Murphy's independence thirteen times. He references his opponent one time in all of his ads. He calls his opponent by name zero times.
The vast majority of his ads have him standing in front of lakes or rivers throughout the district, talking with local residents, interspersed with palm trees and swimming fish. One ad, entitled "Jogging," sees Murphy running through a park wearing an Indian River High School t-shirt. One of his early advertisements, entitled "Way of Life," sums up the importance of these issues clearly:
Murphy: The Indian River Lagoon. More life exists here than any other estuary in the country, and it's key to our economy too. Tourism, fishing. Our water is who we are, the heart and even the soul of Florida.
The campaign ads were high quality and positive, portraying the good Murphy had done for the community. Murphy's focus was clear: to win the district, he had to sell himself as a delegate, not as a party politician. Figure 6 shows his highest scores coming from references to political party, either identifying himself as the Republican or connecting Murphy to national Democrats. He directly attacks Murphy by name ten times. His third highest is a three-way tie between three national issues: Obamacare, immigration/national security, and the budget. He references community issues only twice, just behind references to "the American Dream." One ad, entitled "Still Ready to Serve," hits all of Domino's favorite issues: Narrator: Like his father before him Carl Domino served in our armed forces to protect our freedom and our security. Now Washington liberals are threatening both, and Carl Domino is still ready to serve as our voice in Congress. Secure America's borders. Save our tax dollars from reckless Washington spending, and stop the government takeover 57 All of Domino's transcribed advertisements come from his campaign website, which has since been taken down. The videos can still be found on Carl Domino's YouTube account. of our healthcare. Our security, our future, and our freedom. Republican Carl Domino for Congress.
His most famous attack ad took Murphy's jogging ad and added in a picture of Barack Obama, claiming Murphy was "running from the truth." Indeed, Domino ran a campaign centered on milking anti-Obama sentiment from the very beginning, establishing himself as the conservative alternative to Murphy and even going so far as to link himself to Allen West. But, Murphy ran as the moderate alternative to West in 2012, and he doubled down on this approach for his second election season.
The imporTanCe oF FinanCe anD baCking
One less direct way Murphy used his "mayoral" bona fides was to portray himself as a strong candidate that required a strong opponent. His ability to scare off major contenders in the race with the strong possibility of defeat has been discussed above. Thus, Domino's relative weakness, along with his aforementioned independence in the state legislature, would both frighten and rebuff the National Republican Congressional Committee. Just as Domino never received an official NRCC endorsement, the "NRCC never stepped up" to offer him funding, and "it showed that he wasn't able to gather support."
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Only one PAC of note contributed to the campaign, one spearheaded by John Bolton, a Bush-era neoconservative ambassador. 59 In 2012, it was Murphy who out-raised Domino many times over, with the state representative raising very little money relative to Murphy or relative to the amount he pumped in from his personal coffers. Indeed, with a net worth of over "25 million dollars," Carl Domino did not need national backing, and would periodically pump money into his own campaign to keep it afloat.
60 This money came in the form of loans rather than contributions, and so technically the Domino for Congress Campaign owes Carl the candidate $1,185,000. Seeing as how he did not win, one can assume Mr. Domino will write those loans off as losses. Table 3 shows his total contribution break down, as well as Murphy's. In contrast to Domino, the majority of Murphy's contributions come from individual donors (many of whom lived outside the district thanks to national efforts) and over a million from PACs, with some direct money pumped in from the DCCC to cover some operating expenses. Murphy contributed none of his own money to his 2014 campaign. The outside spending for Murphy compared to Domino is astounding, and it again highlights the failure of the Republican to receive national support, due in part to hesitance from the national party and in part from his personal qualities. A candidate who won't go along with the party line in critical ventures and who has the fourth best shot of beating the incumbent is not someone the party wants to waste their time with, especially in a year where Republicans had a chance of gaining seats in close races nationwide. Miami's FL-22 highlights this. John Boehner came to Boca Raton, on the fringes of District 18, to campaign not for Domino, but "to benefit Carlos Curbelo, the Republican challenging freshman Rap. Joe Garcia, D-Miami."
61 The Republicans abandoned Domino. Murphy's ability to entrench himself won him the race before it even began. The fundraising contrasts between 2012 and 2014, are a good predictor of the results on Election Day. The important thing to remind oneself while examining the contrast is that Murphy beat West in 2012 while outspent 4:1. The short answer to the above question -Patrick Murphy clobbered Carl Domino 59.8% to 40.2%, winning by about a 50,000-vote margin. 62 The long answer is not much different. But delves into the results to show just how different Murphy's victory in 2014 was compared to 2012. Figure 6 is a comparison of the District 18 congressional results with the governor's race between Rick Scott and Charlie Crist in the same area, separated by county.
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In the above clustered bar chart, lighter colors correspond to the governor's race while darker colors correspond to the congressional race. From this chart one can make several observations. First, in St. Lucie County, the most liberal of the three which make up District 18, Patrick Murphy outperformed the Democratic gubernatorial candidate, netting almost 65% of the vote compared with Charlie Crist's 52%. This 13 point variation points to many Republicans defecting in St. Lucie, moving from the Republican Rick Scott in the highly partisan and extremely close gubernatorial race to the Democrat Murphy for the congressional race. Martin County presents even starker results. Recalling that Martin has the most registered Republicans of the three counties at almost 50%, one would not be surprised to find Rick Scott posting a 55% vote share, but the congressional race shows far different results. In Martin County, Carl Domino loses again, gaining only 45% of the vote. Patrick Murphy not only beats the Republican in the most conservative region of the district, but also virtually matches the Republican gover- nor in vote share. Martin County's results for Amendment 1 to the Florida Constitution might point to some answers. The "Florida Water and Land Conservation Initiative" dedicates a third of excise tax revenue to improving wildlife conservation, ecological management, and wetlands preservation. This environmental bill passed with a high margin in the environmental county, with 78.7% of voters voting for the legislation, a number almost four points higher than the state average. In St. Lucie, their total support for the amendment was almost six points higher.
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The results for Palm Beach County in Figure 6 are deceiving. Although the graph shows Domino with a slightly higher margin of votes than Rick Scott and Murphy with a slightly lower margin than Charlie Crist, this is because the gubernatorial vote comes from data taken county wide, while the District 18 data comes only from the county's northeast -and most conservative -quadrant. If one were to control for this variation, they would find Murphy once again outperforming Crist and Scott outperforming Domino. It's not for nothing that Palm Beach's votes for Amendment 1 came at a rate almost 10 points higher than the state average. 65 To summarize, District 18's voters defected when it mattered to them. While they might have voted along partisan lines for governor, they voted based on the candidate when it came to choosing their representative. Figure 7 shows the same three county spread, this time comparing Murphy's margins of victory in 2014 to his 2012 race against Allen West and with both margins in terms of total votes rather than percentages. 66 Here, lighter colors signify the 2012 race while darker colors correspond to the 2014 race. The candidate who just barely edged out his opponent in 2012 extended his victory margin from 0.08% to just under 20% in 2014. Although Murphy received less total votes in 2014 than he did in 2012, this can be explained in two ways. Total votes might have dropped off due to a governor's race anchoring the top of the ticket instead of a presidential race, which led to an overall decrease in voter turnout. Domino's inability to effectively run a campaign and turn Republicans out to the polls might have also contributed to the decrease. Even the base, the voters who would never vote for a Democrat, viewed the election as a fruitless endeavor. While those arguments consist solely of speculation, one can draw more concrete conclusions from the county-by-county breakdown. In St. Lucie County (again, the most liberal of the three), the Tea Party titan and uber-conservative Allen West lost by a slimmer margin than the comparatively moderate Carl Domino. While Domino's legislative action and record make him more likely to draw independents on paper than West, independents seemed to flock to Murphy in higher numbers in 2014 than they did in 2012. The incumbent had earned his seat in their eyes.
Similar arguments can be made for Martin and Palm Beach. West won Martin County convincingly, yet Domino lost the traditionally Republican stronghold. West and Murphy were in a dead heat in Palm Beach, while in 2014 Murphy blew Domino out of the water. In general, 2012 saw West and Murphy take results generally along the party lines delineated towards the beginning of this passage, with only a small amount of independent voters determining the final margin of victory. For Murphy's margin to increase so much in 2014, not only independents but also Republicans must have voted for him. When looking at both of the figures above, "entrenched" does seem to be the operative word, and it seems as though Murphy managed to entrench himself fully with just two years in office. of the voters. Again, had a unified party structure existed behind, him, the results would most certainly have been slimmer than they were; but in this case, the margins speak for themselves. Domino also, ironically enough, failed because of the national political environment that he tried so tenaciously to utilize. Surely 2014 was a wave election for Republicans, but compared to the Tea Party wave of 2010, this year saw more victories for moderates and establishment candidates. Republican senators throughout the country defeated strong Tea Party challengers, and without this national grassroots movement to energize the conservative base of the party, Domino had no way of dispatching the fairly moderate former Republican Patrick Murphy.
Yet, the District 18 election also had a certain uniqueness that gave Murphy the edge and allowed him to localize the race, in contrast with many other districts throughout the country that indeed fell victim to debates over Obamacare, immigration, and the like. That uniqueness comes from a place of tragedy and a place of demographics. Although District 18 lays claim to more Republicans than Democrats, the Republicans in the area have a history of moderation and environmentalism. 68 In fact, these two qualities of the electorate gave Murphy the opening he needed in 2012. The District's uncertain acceptance of West's right-wing rhetoric betrayed a certain reluctance with the trend of the national GOP. These qualities became all too concrete with the continued destruction of the waterways in the district and the effect that disaster had on so many sectors of the local economy. In this sense, Patrick Murphy, compared to other congressmen, had a unique opportunity to play the part of the savior. The localization aspect works here because the district has not been dealing with passive issues in the background of daily life. The issues are real. They were actively infringing on the livelihoods of the voters, and they had a much larger direct impact on their lives than national issues such as amnesty, ISIS, and Ebola, all of which seemed worlds away from the white sand and flowing grass of southeastern Florida. Patrick Murphy had a job and a mandate from the voters when he entered office in 2012, and by serving dutifully as a congressman, he earned their trust in 2014. It seems wholly within the realm of reason then, that the key to winning contested elections is finding the issues viewed as important by a district and going all-in on them, sacrificing party politics in an attempt to recast oneself in the mold of a true delegate of the people. Surely, pursu-ing this strategy would help mitigate the often short-term polarizing effect party politics have in creating wave elections like those seen in both 2012 and 2014.
One other thought to keep in mind about Patrick Murphy and District 18 is this: throughout both campaigns, Republican operatives and the press both pointed out that Murphy's independent votes occurred on largely "meaningless" issues, that he votes with the party on large procedural issues and that he will become more liberal as he gains a stronger grasp on the district. His yea votes for Obamacare related legislation do in fact betray a willingness to cave to the left on important national issues, and many call into question the genuineness of the South Florida native when it comes to truly caring for District 18. Considering Murphy's history, these claims seem dubious at best. Throughout his admittedly short political career, Patrick Murphy has backed up rhetoric with action on multiple levels, and has, in the eyes of his constituents truly brought new life and hope to the Treasure Coast. Even if his heart does lie elsewhere and his persona has more image than substance, one has to ask if this really matters in the long run. The demographics and party identification of the district remain relatively stable, and this means that a threat to his control will always exist from the right. As long as that threat forces Patrick Murphy to keep that independent streak and bring aid and relief to his constituents, one could argue that the system is working, and that Patrick Murphy is an ideal model for representative government, a representative who, in the words of Allen West, must remain "steadfast and loyal" to his people if he ever hopes to keep winning. Speaking of West, the man who started Murphy's political career announced his plans to move out of the district, and out of Florida, shortly after the election in order to take over a think tank in Texas, 69 further solidifying Murphy's claim to District 18. Regardless, one thing remains certain. A political opportunist or a nature-loving independent, the results are the same: a continued symbiotic relationship between district and congressman that weathers both political and physical storms and that may well carry on into future election cycles.
